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1 RED STAR OVER WESSEX 


Introduction 


One of the burdens of the organised working class is that we 
are the inheritors and chroniclers of a vast amount of our 
own history. The author would like to begin by paying trib- 
ute to the work of those who have preceded us in this task; 
the late Graham Stevenson of the Communist Party History 
Group, great institutions like the Working Class Movement 
Library and the Marx Memorial Library & Workers’ School, 
local trade unionists and historians in the West of England 
like Rosie McGregor and Dave Chapple, and also all of the 
individuals who have volunteered their personal memories 


for the record. 


These are not the ideal conditions to be writing a 100 
year history of young Communists in the West Country. For 
one thing, we are in the second year of the Covid-19 pan- 
demic and, as such, physical access to archives is limited, 
though we are enormously grateful for the materials that 
have been newly digitised at our request. This pamphlet has 
been primarily an exercise in compilation rather than origi- 
nal research. The YCL (Young Communist League), though 
presently growing in strength, is not what it once was. It 
is important that this pamphlet presents a “warts and all” 
account of our history; assessing our historical strengths and 
weaknesses, and pointing the way forward. In many ways 
this process emulates the experience of the Communist Party 


of Britain (CPB) over its centenary year in 2020. 


INTRODUCTION 2 


A history...is long overdue. This book is 
not it...This volume, produced for the cente- 
nary...is thematic. It is neither celebratory nor 
downcast. It attempts to be honest. Honesty 
means recognising that our history is not one of 
unalloyed success. But by the same token, it is 
not one of unmitigated failure either. The chap- 
ters in this book seek to capture and analyse the 
peaks and troughs of the past 100 years. It does 
not turn a blind eye to the difficult periods in 
our history... Neither does it hold back on our 
past ideological weaknesses... At the same time, 
however, it records with pride some more achieve- 


ments... ! 


YCL West of England have resolved to place the celebra- 
tion of the lives of Angela and Joan Tuckett (sisters, Commu- 
nists, and the city of Bristol’s first ever women solicitors) at 
the heart of our Centenary Programme. All donations made 
at our June public meeting will go towards sponsoring a tree 
planted by Bristol City Council, and a plaque commemorat- 
ing the Tuckett sisters’ unique contribution to the city, at a 
cost of £320.00. Proceeds from the sale of this pamphlet will 
also go towards this, and any excess will go to meeting the 
travel costs of local young Communists attending meetings 


and demonstrations across the country. 





= pd 
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We hope that this Centenary Programme goes some way 
in illustrating the special role that young Communists have 
played in the West Country, and how our experiences within 
the YCL shape our development as Communists and our 
wider lives. 

As will become clear, we stand upon the shoulders of 
giants. We believe that this is a pivotal time in our history, 
and we must struggle to maintain the best traditions of the 
YCL, and learn from and avoid the pitfalls and blunders of 
the past. It is not easy, our efforts may not prove enough, 
but this pamphlet is a testament: that we are here; we are 


conscious of these duties; and we are trying our best. 


Practice 


Some of the most important campaigns that young Commu- 
nists have conducted have been in solidarity with different 
groups and communities in struggle, both in Britain and 
around the world. 

One of the earliest, and most significant, contributions 
that Britain’s Communist youth made in terms of inter- 
national solidarity was in defence of the Spanish Republic 
against the Fascists, from 1936. Whilst the anti-Republican 
rebel General Francisco Franco could depend upon the sup- 
port of Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany, the other 
European powers refused to intervene or provide support for 
the Spanish Republic; it was left to the USSR and Com- 


PRACTICE 4 


intern (the Communist International) to provide military 
equipment and organise volunteers in defence of democracy. 
Many went off to volunteer to fight in battle with the Interna- 
tional Brigade, including 2,500 men and women from Britain 
and Ireland?, but the contributions and sacrifices made were 
greatly varied. 

Andy Andrews was born in North West London in 1907. 
A committed trade unionist, he joined the Party in 1931. 
In later life he moved to Somerset where he stayed until 
his passing in 2008, by which point he had become a famil- 
iar figure in the local labour movement. Andy served for 
two years as a front-line medic in field hospitals during the 
Spanish War, including at the Battle of the Ebro. 

Meanwhile, back in the West Country, a young Ike Grad- 
well worked alongside Swindon’s Railway Works activists to 
prepare and fit motorcycle ambulances with stretchers from 
the Great Western Railway (conceivably attached as side- 
cars) to send out to Spain. 

In 1936, the citizens of Bristol helped to set up a Com- 
mittee for the Defence of Spanish Democracy. The group re- 
lentlessly pursued petitions, public demonstrations and other 
activities to raise awareness of the fight in Spain. Lifelong 
Communist, Angela Gradwell Tuckett was a key and found- 


ing member. Their slogan was: 


Bombs on Barcelona are Bombs on Bristol 





2 International Brigade Memorial Trust. http://www.international- 


brigades.org.uk/content /international-brigade-memorial-trust 
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In 1968, the Bristol Branch of the YCL raised £80 to- 
wards a motorcycle for Vietnam in less than 8 weeks (at a 
time when a £15 weekly wage would have been “very ac- 
ceptable” )? as part of a national campaign to offer practical 
support in resisting imperialism. 

Communists have played a leading role at the University 
of Bristol since at least the early 1930s, with Angela Tuck- 
ett laying the Socialist Society’s unauthorised wreath at the 


University’s War Memorial. The wreath read: 


To the Dead of All Nations, victims of a war they 
did not make, from those who are pledged to fight 


against all such crimes of Imperialism. 


The Society also played a key role in the struggle against 
Apartheid. The first Anti-Apartheid demonstration locally 
was organised by young students in 1947. Jack Evans, born 
in 1920 and elected president of the Society in 1946, was 
a Labour Party member at the time of the demonstration; 
he denied that the protest was initiated by Communists, 
and spoke of the “many more Labour and Liberal members” 
involved. Evans would also attend the World Youth Festival 
(organised by the World Federation of Democratic Youth, of 
which the YCL was a founding member) held that year in 
Prague. By 1948, he had become a member of the Party, and 
was soon YCL District Secretary for the West of England.* 


3 





Stevenson, Graham. 31 December, 2008. Anatomy of decline — the 
Young Communist League 1967-86. https://is.gd/OHmUIg 
4 

[6, p. 60] 
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Later, Chris Birch, who was Secretary of the Commu- 
nist Party’s Bristol University Student Branch, was sent to 
Warsaw in 1955 to help organise the fifth World Festival of 
Youth and Students, and thence to Budapest as British rep- 
resentative as part of the WFDY secretariat.® 

The YCL has maintained an active role within WFDY 
throughout its history. Our former General Secretary, Owain 
Holland, who now lives and works in Cornwall, addressed the 
19 World Festival of Youth and Students at Sochi, celebrat- 
ing the achievements of the Great October Socialist Revolu- 
tion, in 2017.° 

The West Country also has another strong connection 
to the struggle against Apartheid, through the story of the 
London Recruits, who smuggled “leaflet bombs” into South 
Africa, which harmlessly exploded in built-up cities to dis- 
tribute propaganda giving hope to the locals that the African 
National Congress (ANC) were still active and influential, 
even with their leadership forced into exile. 

Ron Press, one of the exiled South Africans, and lifetime 
member of Bristol Trades Union Council and secretary of 
the Bristol Anti-Apartheid Movement, designed, built and 
tested these devices in the West Country, even writing of an 
earlier test of rocket-propelled leaflet distribution, scattering 


papers over the Ashley Down Allotments.” 





? Birch, Chris. YCL100 Stories. https://is.gd/ljGJwE 

7 Holland, Owain. 27 October, 2017. YCL address to International 
Communist Youth on the achievements of the October Revolution 
https://is.gd/ty3chY 

Press, Ron. To Change the World is Reason Enough.  p. 51 
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Ken Keable, now Party District Secretary for South West 
of England & Cornwall, and Dr. Bevis Miller, at the Univer- 
sity of Bristol and member of the Bristol, Bath & Gloucester 
Branch of the Party, were two of the “respectable” looking 
white youngsters living in London at the time who were sent 
to deploy the devices so as to avoid suspicion. 

Our duties as Communists at the heart of an Imperial- 
ist power have often meant our work has taken a dimen- 
sion in support of the international movement, but that is 
not to say we ignore the struggles at home. In this, as in 
many other things, the example of Angela Tuckett demon- 
strates this clearly; whilst her international record, not least 
in smuggling in vital funds for the opposition to Metaxas in 


Greece® 


, is exemplary, she also played an active role in the 
National Unemployed Workers Movement in Britain. 

During the 1984/’85 Miners Strike, an octogenarian An- 
gela, who had in the preceding years married Ike Gradwell 
and moved to Swindon, was still out on the street raising 
money for the miners’ strike fund. Whilst Ike sadly passed 
in 1979, Angela was no less committed to the cause. (See 
Figure 2). 

Bevis Miller also writes that Jack Evans’ collection ef- 
forts were legendary, and that he “[single-handedly] collected 
thousands of pounds through his bucket for the miners’ strike” .° 


Today, we work for a continuation of the anti-racist strug- 





https://is.gd/ySygX9 
[5, p. 30] 
° — [6, p. 60] 
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Pk REED? | 





3 F : id 
SOME OF THE STUDENTS who 
picketed the Museum yesterdoy. 


Figure 1: Bristol University Socialist Society at the city’s 
first anti-Apartheid demonstration in 1947. [1] 





Figure 2: Angela Gradwell Tuckett, 1984/’85 
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gle. The misconceptions around immigration in the region’? 
and the activity of the far-right in our towns and cities make 
this an important issue for us; our members have voted to 
place this at the heart of the West of England Programme 
over multiple years. Our members have attended Black Lives 
Matter demonstrations, participated in Unite’s Unity Over 
Division programme for tackling racism in the workplace, 
played a role in assisting community grassroots anti-racist 
groups, and have also organised our first public meeting ti- 
tled The Struggle Against Racism and Fascism in the West 
of England. 


We have taken action to help the homeless and hungry: 
A number of young Communists in Bridgewater have or- 
ganised regular food bank collection drives, the first being 
on Christmas Day 2020, and have prepared care packages 
for the homeless; another comrade in Keynsham volunteers 
with the National Food Service. 


The Communist commitment to foster political activity 
in our own towns and cities is also keenly felt. A young work- 
ing member is a delegate to their local Trades Council, and 
others have been at the heart of local resistance to the Po- 
lice, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill; on Saturday 03 April 
2021, YCL West of England organised a coordinated atten- 
dance of its members (and those of the Communist Party) 


at parallel demonstrations in Bristol and Bath. We also had 





10 South West TUC. Migration and the South West: A South West TUC 
guide to population and migration. 
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a presence at Acorn’s “Take Back Our Buses” campaign in 
Bath. 

The YCL have taken a strong stance on social distanc- 
ing and measures to protect public health over the course 
of the Covid-19 Crisis, and as such we should be proud of 
what we have achieved under these conditions. However, in 
future we must look to follow the example of history and 
contribute more towards international campaigns, and also 
place a greater emphasis on organising directly in our own 


places of work and study. 


Theory 


It was Lenin who said “Without revolutionary theory there 
can be no revolutionary movement.” Whilst Marxism equips 
us with the tools we need to understand the world, it is 
important for us to continually renew this understanding 
through the study of current affairs and the development 
of a Marxist-Leninist analysis of our present conditions. 
Angela Gradwell Tuckett’s first husband John Pilley was 
“vocal...on Marxist theory”, Oxford University educated, 
Pilley enjoyed lengthy evening discussions at what Angela 
had described as “dreary gatherings” of intellectuals. Whilst 
his academic interest in Socialism seems to have been very 
strong, he had refused to join the Party and disapproved of 
Angela’s practical work in the streets, including as a legal ob- 


server at National Unemployed Workers Movement demon- 
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strations. This complete lack of interest in practical action 


is far from the ideal. 


Whilst Angela Gradwell Tuckett was a prolific pamphle- 
teer, journalist and historian in her own right, she also per- 
fectly understood the concept of revolutionary praxis; her 
intellectual work complemented and guided her action, in 
the best traditions of the YCL. 


William Rust, of London, became the first editor of the 
Daily Worker as a young Communist at the age of 27. It was 
under his editorship that Angela Gradwell Tuckett moved 
to London, began offering the paper legal advice, and took 
up classes studying Marxism. Before long, she had become 
a reporter, and was later made sub-editor of the paper (a 


position also held, much later, by Chris Birch). 


The role of the Daily Worker newspaper in particular, 
originally an official organ of the Party, and now published 
independently as the Morning Star, has been central to young 
Communists over the years. The analysis contained in the 
paper (whose editorial line is even today based upon the 
Party’s programme Britain’s Road to Socialism) has pro- 
vided consistent and reliable direction to the Communist and 
workers’ movement in Britain when it has needed it most. 
Not for nothing is it called “The Daily Miracle”. 


It is for this reason that the promotion and sale of the 
paper has been at the heart of young Communist activity 
in the West of England: Idris Rose was selling the Daily 


Worker in Trowbridge at a somewhat youthful age (he was 
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born in 1906) in the Summer of ’39;!' in Swindon, Ike Grad- 
well would speak at the Canal site on Regent Street and 
sell the paper;!? whereas Jack Evans’s patch was at Bristol 
Temple Meads.!° 

Another publication of similar, though more modest, pedi- 
gree is the YCL’s self-published Challenge magazine. Billed 
as “the voice of Britain’s youth”, its format has changed over 
the years; it has been a newspaper, a glossy magazine, and 
now lives a largely digital existence through its new website. 

At the YCL Congress in April 1971, Nic Benson, a Bris- 
tol YCLer who had been circulation manager for Challenge 
in 1969'*, moved a composite motion calling for a changed 
direction for the publication; in opposition to the late 60s 
trendy magazine, complete with ‘artistically’ posed female 
nudes, Benson instead proposed a serious paper emphasis- 
ing analysis and action for young workers and students. The 
composite was overwhelmingly supported by Congress, against 
the wishes of the incumbent National Committee. 

YCLer Brian Underwood used to regularly take a soap- 
box down to the Downs in Bristol, to lecture to (and argue 
with) the masses. In 1963, Bristolians were taking action 
against a local bus company that had refused to hire Black 
and Asian workers, sadly with support of members of the 
TGWU (Transport & General Workers Union, now Unite). 





ul 
[2, p. 3] 

12 Tolpuddle Martyrs. 2018. West Country Communists. 
https://is.gd/6Eahw7 

3 [6, p. 61] 


4 Angela Tuckett Archive. Bristol YCL Branch Bulletin 
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At the time of the the Bristol Bus Boycott, he was speaking 
on the subject of racism when someone in the crowd asked 
“do you have a daughter, and would you let her marry one?” 

“No, I wouldn’t” Brian replied, and the heckler cried hyp- 
ocrite. Brian continued; he wouldn’t, because his daughter 
was 4 years old and she would make her own choices in later 
life, not seeking his permission and “unburdened by the sort 
of bigotry” the heckler was demonstrating!!° 

The Party office at 10 Lawford Street in Bristol provided 
the perfect venue for YCL political education events. Roy 
Strickland was Branch Education Organiser for Bristol YCL 
in 1962, following a national self-study curriculum and en- 
couraging other comrades to lead discussions. The course 
was run in the evenings from the office, and the reading ma- 
terial could be purchased just down the road at No. 6, the 
left bookshop Unity Books.!® 

Eleanor Lewington, daughter of the widely admired Bris- 
tol Communist Ivy Woods, remembers Lawford Street vividly. 
At the age of 12, she was sat listening to a series of talks on 
Marxism and Communism given by none other than Jack 
Evans; within 2 years, Eleanor had joined the YCL.' 

In spite of the institutional robustness of Marxist-Leninist 
education in the West Country, it was here that a 32 year-old 


Martin Jacques, finishing a stint as a Lecturer in Economic 





Fleming, Mick. Original testimony 

Ship Shape: monthly journal of the Bristol Young Communist League. 
Issue No. 7, February 1962. 

Lewington, Eleanor. Original testimony 
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and Social History at the University of Bristol, was made 
editor of Marxism Today. It was through control of this key 
publication that the Eurocommunist group within Party be- 
gan to form and promote their criticism of class politics. 

However, this did not go unchallenged even locally. For 
example, Denver Walker “reasserted the primacy of eco- 
nomics and recoiled from the idea of revolutionary struggle 
being pursued through cultural channels that were becoming 
ever more commercialized” !® in a 1974 response to a Jacques 
article on youth culture; he would have been 24, and active 
in the YCL at the time. 

Walker later went on, as a journalist for the NCP (New 
Communist Party)’s publication New Worker, to publish the 
tongue-in-cheek book Quite Right Mr Trotsky!, “exposing 
the contradictory positions of the multitude of sectarian or- 
ganisations” in the Ultra Left.!°The book was criticised in 
Marzism Today by the Eurocommunist Monty Johnstone as 
“curious concoction of fact, falsehood and frivolity” .?° 

It seems sparring with Martin Jacques and the Eurocom- 
munist contributors to Marxism Today become something of 
an invaluable theoretical exercise for many. 

The contribution of Ben Chacko lays bare the potential 


of a young Communist. Growing up in Cheltenham, Ben 





18 Worley, M. 2016. Marx—Lenin—Rotten—Strummer: 
British Marxism and Youth Culture in the 1970s. 
https: //doi.org/10.1080/13619462.2016.1206820 

Stevenson, Graham. 20 September, 2008. Encyclopedia of Communist 
Biographies. Walker, Denver. https://is.gd/hndWw5 

Johnstone, Monty. Marxism Today. September 1985. Review of Noreen 
Branson’s History of the Communist Party of Great Britain 1929-1941 


20 
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aN BETTER Rice 


Figure 3: Acorn’s “Take Back Our Buses” campaign outside 
the Guildhall in Bath, 24" April 2021. (The author is in the 
green polo shirt). 





Figure 4: Martin Jacques, 1985, editor of Marxism Today 
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attended YCL meetings from the age of 15, and had become 
one of two co-editors of a newly revived Challenge magazine 
roughly a year later in 2000. He would go on to become lay- 
out editor for the magazine, developing skills no doubt use- 
ful in his later career. Still very much in his youth, Chacko 
joined the Morning Star as a sub-editor in 2010 and subse- 
quently became the youngest editor of the paper since Rust 
in 2015; he continues in this post to this day. 

Today, YCL West of England are particularly attentive 
to study. In addition to regular group study of Britain’s 
Road to Socialism, we have also independently organised a 
reading and discussion group around a series of pamphlets 
including Stalin’s Anarchism or Socialism, Marx’s Wages, 
Price and Profit, and Lenin’s Imperialism: The Highest Stage 
of Capitalism. Dan Daly’s efforts in leading these discussions 
are an invaluable local contribution. 

One comrade has been practising their analysis by in- 
vestigating and writing about pro-democracy movements in 
Asia from a Marxist-Leninist perspective, a cause of personal 
significance to them. 

Harry Hoar, in the immediate aftermath of his involve- 
ment in the Bristol #KillTheBill demonstration, was first off 
the mark to provide a statement highlighting the context of 
class struggle behind the police’s unprovoked brutality to- 


wards protestors, which he had witnessed first-hand. 


A final contribution from the West of England has been 


on the issue of cybernetics. A discussion between YCLer 
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Frank Rowley, of South East England, and the author within 
the pages of Challenge has achieved two things: firstly, a 
more discursive culture within the magazine; and, secondly, 
a more widely held belief in the significance of cybernetics 


as a field of Communist study. 


Culture 


It is often remarked anecdotally that there is an unmistak- 
able tendency amongst Communists to live lives to their 
fullest. Johnnie Hunter, the YCL’s current General Secre- 
tary, has described this as the purpose of young Communists: 


“to live life with purpose”?! 


. Our research has provided a 
verifiable and material basis for this claim. 

It is not surprising, given the accessibility of nature through- 
out the West Country, that one particular area of cultural 
strength for YCL West of England is in outdoor pursuits. 

Undoubtedly our biggest claim to fame, the “Red Scout” 
incident was national news. Paul Garland, a newly elected 
District Secretary of YCL West of England, was expelled 
from his Scout group for this appointment. Whilst ulti- 
mately unsuccessful, the YCL mounted a national campaign 
in opposition to this political discrimination which was picked 
up by the local left-wing Labour politician Tony Benn (then 
Member of Parliament for Bristol South East). Owain Hol- 





21 Hunter, Johnnie. 05 April, 2021. Challenge. To live life with purpose: 


100 years of the Young Communist League 
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land’s lasting affinity for the natural world also traces its 
roots back to “rock climbing and caving with his local Scout 
group”, 

Continuing with the outdoor theme, a number of young 
Communists have excelled at team sports. Angela Gradwell 
Tuckett played hockey at an international level for England. 
Ike Gradwell was signed as a professional rugby player for 
Hull Kingston Rovers. Robin Smart, a stalwart of the YCL 
in Wiltshire around the 1960s, represented the county in 
5,000 and 10,000 metre athletics. Due to injury, he stopped 
in the late 80s, but took up bowls and within a couple of 


years was playing for Berkshire.?° 


Our record of sporting excellence in no way diminishes 
the more recreational approach of other YCLers. Jack Evans 
had a love of both rugby and hockey. Hugh Kirkbride is 
an enthusiastic follower of cricket, and enjoyed playing it. 
Andy Andrews joined a football team of British volunteers 
whilst serving as a medic during the Spanish Civil War, play- 
ing a match against their Spanish comrades.|8, p. 29] Andy 
Andrews (Taunton Bowling Club’s oldest member when he 
was still playing with them at the age of 97, in 2004), said 
that “[bowling is] not a strenuous sport, but requires some 
skill.” On that basis, the author may consider taking it up. 
Skittles is another popular pastime amongst West Country 


Communists. Idris Rose’s skills were described as “mean” 





22 Holland, Owain. LinkedIn. https://is.gd/fojLHN 
23 Kirkbride, Hugh. Original testimony 
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and the Bristol Branch held an Inter-Branch Skittle Match 
at the Punchbowl in Old Market on 12** February 1962, with 
members in the North competing against South.?* 

Rambling is another one of our traditional pastimes. On 
24 April 1932, YCLer Benny Rothman had organised a mass 
trespass of Kinder Scout (the highest hill in the Peak Dis- 
trict), in spite of a police presence, to fight for the right to 
roam. In the West of England, both Jack Evans and Angela 
Gradwell Tuckett were partial to long walks in the coun- 
tryside. Judith Gradwell also described “fell-walking” as an 
interest. Idris Rose helped to organise long training sessions 
in rambling, for CNDers intending to attend the 1962 Alder- 
marston March. 

The business of propagandising requires artistic skills; it’s 
clear that we’ve brought our own sense of theatricality into 
the mix over the years, to one extent or another. Alex Kemp- 
shall, member of YCL West of England’s agitprop group in 
the mid 70s, and its’ leading figure Denver Walker did this 
in spades. Their participation in the Busy Bee sketch at the 
Alexandra Palace tells the story of how worker bees over- 
threw the bee state and sent the police running. Denver 
wrote the sketch, and made the props.”? (See Figure 6). 

Angela Gradwell Tuckett at the age of 30, with her older 
sister Joan, wrote many politically-charged plays such as The 
Bulls see Red, Passing Unnoticed, Smash and Grab, Aiden 





24 Ship Shape: monthly journal of the Bristol Young Communist League. 


Issue No. 7, February 1962. 


25 Kempshall, Alex. Original testimony 
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Figure 5: Ben Chacko, 2016, editor of the Morning Star 
outside William Rust House 





Figure 6: Alex Kempshall (2°¢ policeman from left) and 
Denver Walker (in top hat), mid 1970s, “Busy Bees” at the 
Alexandra Palace 
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€ Abetten, and Charity Begins. These were conceivably 
performed by the Bristol Unity Players’ Club, which was 
brought together by Joan in around 1936.7° 

William Morris, perhaps most famously known as the 
leading light of the Arts & Crafts movement, found Socialism 
in his university years. Whilst not from the West of England, 
in later life he was a member of the Social Democratic Fed- 
eration, which would go on after his death to merge with 
other organisations to become the British Socialist Party 
(BSP). The BSP would still later play a role in organising 
the founding convention of the Communist Party of Great 
Britain (CPGB) in 1920. 

Bristol’s own Angela Gradwell Tuckett provided a direct 
living link between Morris’s cultural tradition of English So- 
cialism and 20° Century Communism. Morris visited her 
grandfather’s Bristol studio, and was a friend of the family. 
This connection would inspire Angela to later join the edi- 
torial committee of the William Morris Society, and perhaps 
have introduced her to folk music (she was an enthusiastic 


concertina player) through his deeply cultural writing: 


singing in a clear voice, for he was a young 
man, and to a sweet wild melody, one of those 
ballads which in an incomplete and degraded form 


you have read perhaps. My heart rose high as 





26 Stevenson, Graham. 26 December, 2010. Encyclopedia of Communist 


Biographies. Tuckett, Joan. https://is.gd/8npd8w 
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I heard him, for it was concerning the struggle 


against tyranny for the freedom of life?” 


EP Thompson, member of the CPGB’s Historian’s Group 
and author of The Making of the English Working Class, 
described Morris in an essay in 1959. He emphasises Morris’s 
focus on craft and “man’s dignity as a creator in his daily 
labour”, as being in opposition to the alienation of “a society 
where cash-payment is the sole nexus of man with man.” ?° 

This tradition still lives on; Owain Holland has writ- 
ten of “making craft products from wood. Using chainsaw, 
chisel, planer and angle grinder... [making] a range of things 
from cheeseboards to bowls, wood-framed mirrors and wall- 
hangings” 7° 

Today, as in other areas, the generation gap in the YCL 
has presented cultural challenges, and many of our members 
today do not naturally identify with these traditions when 
they come to us. Whilst the author considers himself to have 
taken the “boring” (and these days less available) route, via 
trade union involvement and personal connections with old 
school Communists, this is no longer the norm. For many 
of our members, the introduction to Communism comes via 
Internet personalities like “Vaush”, podcasts, and platforms 
like Discord. Perhaps, under the author’s influence, YCL 
West of England hasn’t embraced this change, and the very 





27 Morris, William. 1888. A Dream of John Ball 
28 Thompson, EP. 1959. William Morris 
29 https: //is.gd/fojLHN 
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real benefits it has nonetheless brought to them, as readily as 
they could have. This should be put right. Still, care should 
be taken not to throw the baby out with the bathwater. 

Harry has taken on a role as our in-house artist, designing 
and painting the YCL West of England banner used at the 
Bristol #KillTheBill demonstrations. Scott Harvey also has 
areal skill with graphic design; not only creating the graphics 
for YCL West of England’s first public meeting since re- 
foundation, but also now on a team doing so for the Party. 

Since the start of the Covid-19 Crisis, rambling has be- 
come one of the few reliably permitted ways to socialise. 
There have been discussions about organising a YCL trip up 
to Cheddar, though we’ve yet to organise it. 

Beer, or drinking more generally, has been a part of the 
Branch for a little while; both a student and trade union- 
ist pastime. We used to hold our meetings at various local 
Wetherspoonses, and since the slow easing of lockdown re- 
strictions Thomas and the author have already managed a 


couple of pints outside at the Garrick’s Head in Bath. 


Politics, Industrial & Electoral 


Much to the resentment of a great many YCLers, we are not 
young forever. Our time in the YCL is limited, but neither 
do our contributions cease; our early experiences as young 
Communists set us up for an often remarkable lifetime of 


political and industrial activity. 


POLITICS, INDUSTRIAL & ELECTORAL 24 


Angela Gradwell Tuckett, the first woman solicitor in 
Bristol, had joined the National Amalgamated Workers Union 
(NAWU, which would become the TGWU, and later Unite) 
shortly after her first job in her father’s legal practice. In 
1942, when she began writing for the Daily Worker, she 
joined the NUJ (National Union of Journalists). Angela was 
also elected as a delegate from her trade union to both the 


London and Swindon Trades Union Councils. 


Chris Birch was also a member of the NUJ whilst working 
for the Morning Star, as is Ben Chacko. The union presence 
at the paper is organised as a ‘chapel’, a traditional term 
originating in print unions that dates back to William Cax- 
ton, who first introduced the printing press to England in 
1476, printing (amongst other things) religious texts at a 
site near Westminster Abbey; shop stewards are still called 
‘Father of Chapel’ or ‘Mother of Chapel’ today. 


Ike Gradwell began an apprenticeship at the age of 15 
to a local builder in Swindon for 8 years. There was no job 
for him at the end of it, and was laid off. In the following 
years, moving to Swindon with his first wife Ethel, he trained 
as a handicraft teacher and joined the National Union of 
Teachers. He would be elected President of the Swindon 
Teachers Association twice, in both 1948 and 1966.°° 


Andy Andrews began working in the pharmacy at Mus- 
grove Park Hospital, Taunton, in 1955. The workplace branch 





30 Stevenson, Graham. 19 September, 2008. Encyclopedia of Communist 


Biographies. Gradwell, Ike. https://is.gd/nDauDK 
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of his trade union, CoHSE (the Confederation of Health Ser- 
vice Employees), only had 4 or 5 members initially but Andy 
was pleased to have built up a membership of over 100 within 
a year of becoming Secretary.*! 

Idris Rose was a self-employed painter and decorator by 


32, By 1960, he was Secretary of his lo- 


trade for 30 years. 
cal branch of the NFBTO (National Federation of Building 
Trade Operatives), and was also elected as Chair of Trow- 
bridge Trades Council; with Idris in the Chair, on 15'* June 


1974, the following motion was passed: 


While welcoming the release on bail of Bros 
Des Warren and Ricky Tomlinson, we neverthe- 
less realize the danger of the 1875 Criminal Tres- 
pass Law, and call for its repeal, together with 
the quashing of the convictions of the Shrews- 
bury Pickets. 


It would not be until 2021 that the convictions of the 
Shrewsbury 24, construction workers like Idris, would be 
overturned in the Court of Appeal. 

The presence of Communist candidates on ballot papers 
has not been a reliable fixture of British elections, but nei- 
ther is it a rare occurrence. As revolutionaries, our rela- 
tionship with electoral politics is nuanced and best set out 


straightforwardly in the Party’s programme Britain’s Road 





3? [8, p. 45] 
3? [2, p. 6] 
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to Socialism. For the purposes of this pamphlet, and this 
chapter specifically, it is enough to say that election cam- 
paigns are an opportunity to speak to working people on a 
far wider scale than we otherwise would, in a forum where 
our audience may be more receptive to new ideas. 

We are nonetheless clear that content must proceed form; 
when Idris and Phyllis Rose were elected as husband and 
wife Councillors in Trowbridge, they both leant on years of 
concrete experience in work, as trade unionists, and in the 
cooperative movement to demonstrate what being a Com- 
munist meant. 

Judith Gradwell studied Town and Country Planning for 
four years at Manchester University, and had worked as Se- 
nior Planning Assistant for Somersetshire County Council 
by the age of 24. Over her career, Judith was a member of 
the trade union NALGO (National and Local Government 
Officers’ Association).°° 

When Judith stood as the Party candidate in the 1969 
Swindon by-election, only in her mid 20s, she had already 
spent years of hard graft building up practical, theoretical, 
and industrial experience in the YCL, Party, and her career. 

The solidarity offered by young Communists to work- 
ers taking industrial action is also worthy of note. Pete 
Child and Mary Timimi reported on the Royal Mail “work to 
rule” in 1962, speaking to a number of Bristol’s postal work- 


ers. The account demonstrates precisely how important that 





33° Angela Tuckett Archive. 1969 Swindon by-election. Election literature 
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Figure 7: Andy Andrews (right) with Bob Crow, late Gen- 
eral Secretary of the National Union of Rail, Maritime and 
Transport Workers 





Figure 8: Trowbridge Councillor Idris Rose 
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struggle in the workplace is to developing an understanding 


the world; Pete writes: 


I stopped. .. [a postman] just as he was climb- 
ing back into his van... [and] I asked him what 
he thought of the “work to rule” and from the 
conviction that was evident in everything he said 
it became clear to me that this man at least had 


had his political consciousness lifted a mile.*4 


Over the course of 1984/’85, Mark Johnson and Hugh 
Kirkbride, a Swindon YCLer and a young Socialist in North 
Wiltshire respectively, were both given the street collection 
licenses to take food, clothes, money to their Trades Councils 
for distribution during the Miners’ Strike. The collections 
were taken to the Communist Party office in Swindon, and 
miners from Aberdare would come and pick them up. 

The internationalist values of local Communists are ex- 
emplified by the campaign to twin Bristol with the Soviet 
city of Tbilisi, in Georgia. Paul Garland was a relentless 
advocate and a driving force behind the twinning agreement 
in his adult years, which was signed by both Bristol’s Lord 
Mayor and the leader of the City Council on 12 July 1988. 
Whilst much has changed in Georgia, the agreement is still 
in place today and the work of the Twinning Association 
continues. Paul Garland become a local Labour Party coun- 


cillor, and deputy mayor of Bristol in 1999. 


34 





Ship Shape: monthly journal of the Bristol Young Communist League. 
Issue No. 7, February 1962. 
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Alex Kempshall’s life is certainly remarkable. As a worker 
in the IT sector, Alex has been Secretary of his local trade 
union branch, and an officer of Bristol Trades Union Council. 
His contribution to the labour movement is one of dedica- 


tion. 


Hugh Kirkbride identifies 1981, when he was 26, when he 
had become shop steward at the second company in a row 
as the moment he realised he was stuck with it, and had to 
take political responsibilities seriously as well. His ex-boss 
and “a few other arseholes” had been Eurocommunists in 
the CPGB, and so membership was ruled out at the time. 
In later life Hugh had became a full time Regional Officer 
for Unite, and joined the CPB in the 2000s. 


The last young Communist to stand for election in the 
West Country was Laura-Jane Rossington for the Westmin- 
ster parliamentary constituency of Plymouth Sutton and De- 


vonport in 2015.*° 


Today, our industrial commitment is no less relevant. 
The in-work members of YCL West of England are engaged 
in the same struggle for fair pay, good working conditions, 
and stable jobs; Harry, a former shop steward for GMB finds 
themselves (alongside others) out of work. A general de- 
cline in trade unionism since the YCL’s heyday, however, has 
placed some members in a workplace which doesn’t recognise 


a trade union. 





35 UK Parliament. 2015 general electionr results. Plymouth, Sutton and 


Devonport. https://is.gd/gQTMNd 
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The author plays an active role within his trade union, 
Unite, at a regional and branch level, as well as being a 
delegate to Bath Trades Union Council. As an ex-apprentice 
in software engineering, his experiences helped frame YCL 
West of England’s discussion on the Youth Charter’s pledges 
on eliminating bogus apprenticeships. 

This year, YCLers stood in elections across Scotland, 
Wales and London. For instance, 598 votes were cast for 
Matthew Waddell, standing in the Scottish Parliament’s Loth- 


ian regional list.%° 


Organisation 


We have presented a reasonably well-rounded overview of 
the part that individual young Communists have played in 
our history, but there is still a need to take an organisational 
perspective. The relative strength and contribution of young 
communists in the West Country has waxed and waned over 
the years, largely in accordance with national, and global, 
political trends; an understanding of this dynamic offers an 
insight into where we are today, and the directions in which 
we are moving. 

Whilst we have referenced the significant activity of in- 
dividual young Communists, in the Communist Party, and 
in groups like the University of Bristol’s Socialist Society, 


it has been difficult to tell precisely when Branches of the 





36 BBC News. Elections 2021. Lothian. https://is.gd/MH39Po 
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YCL were formed in the West of England. This is perhaps 
this work’s most significant shortcoming, and resolving this 
should be the foremost aim of future research projects lo- 
cally. 

Party office spaces and infrastructure were invaluable as- 
sets; not just providing central places to meet and study 
without cost, but venues for drinking and music, and access 
to printing facilities and reading materials. 

A screening of the film Lenin in October was even held at 
Edith Stevens House to mark the 1970 centenary of Lenin’s 
birth?’, and the reopening night of the humorously named 
“Y.C.ELLAR” at Bridge Street offered an evening few could 


resist: 


Singing - Guitar - (bring your own and join 
in) - Pop, Folk, Contemporary. Coffee and Nosh 
at prices even youth can pay!*® 

Nowhere is our historical organisational capacity better 
demonstrated than in the Branch Bulletin of the Bristol 
Branch of the YCL. The actual production of the regular bul- 
letin by young members themselves, a locally organised sale 
of Challenge magazine, the logistics of sending YCLers to 
Swindon for campaigning, a four week programme of meet- 
ings, study groups and special (catered) events for new mem- 


bers. 





37 Lenin Centenary poster. Local Studies, Swindon Central Library. 
https://is.gd/EyJoUH 
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Nic Benson was West of England District Secretary in 
1968, conceivably elected to the post at the District Congress 
that year in September (the first such Congress since 1956).°° 
From Bristol himself, Benson is the subject of praise from 
comrades in Swindon for helping to organise a YCL presence 


at Judith Gradwell’s by-election campaign: 


an immense amount of work was done by the 
YCL District Sec and others in preparatory work 
beforehand, which included preparing and issu- 
ing explanations, briefings. .. explaining the pro- 
gram and aims exactly, and with every organisa- 


tional detail required. 


This was directly contrasted in their reported with the 
performance of London District Secretary Trevor Hyett who 
had failed to turn up to the campaign event, delaying the 
London contingent’s departure.*? Benson’s personal organ- 
isational qualities may well have contributed to the resur- 
gence in activity which led to the West of England achieving 
the fastest rate of membership growth of any YCL District 
at the time, and the establishment of two Bristol Branches; 
Central and Avon (See Figure 9).*! 





39 Stevenson, Graham. 31 December, 2008. Anatomy of decline — the 
Young Communist League 1967-86. https://is.gd/OHmUIg 

40 Angela Tuckett Archive. 1969 Swindon by-election. Swindon Weekend 
of Activity November 2/3. 

Stevenson, Graham. 31 December, 2008. Anatomy of decline — the 
Young Communist League 1967-86. https://is.gd/OHmUIg 
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Alex Kempshall’s experience within the YCL in the 1970s 
was perhaps not easy; he tells of how his District Secretary 
used to refer to him as “that bastard Kempshall”. However, 
despite significant differences with CPGB policy resulting in 
his joining the NCP (an organisation for which he is now 
national Chair), Alex made strong friendships in the YCL. 

The ascendancy of Eurocommunists to positions of lead- 
ership within the YCL and Party into the 70s had an unfor- 
tunate consequence for the West of England; Alex Kempshall 
tells of one occasion when the District Committee found it- 
self suspended by the Executive Committee for electing the 
“wrong” District Secretary; Alex and another comrade took 
a trip up to London to lobby the EC and were summarily 
told to-"f**kioft” 24 

The revisionists’ wrecking of the YCL was not limited to 
sabotage (which included, before the end, the selling off of 
the Party buildings, such as those in Bristol and Swindon), 
but also extended to incompetence. By 1978, the West of 
England District had all but collapsed, and similar effects 
were felt. across Britain.*® 

Since the reconstruction of the the YCL, and the re- 
establishment of the Party as the CPB, the level of organised 
activity has been on a much reduced scale. Whilst local CPB 
members were scouring the area for abiding Communists to 


take up an active role in the new Party, those remaining were 





42 
43 


Kempshall, Alex. Original testimony 
Stevenson, Graham. 31 December, 2008. Anatomy of decline — the 
Young Communist League 1967-86. https://is.gd/OHmUIg 
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all rather advanced in age. Remembering their personal ex- 
periences in the YCL, they resolved to attract younger mem- 
bers. 

By the mid ’00s, they had encountered a particularly en- 
ergetic and intelligent young Marxist, studying at the Uni- 
versity of the West of England. She came to play a role 
in the Party locally“4, and spoke often about the various 
political movements at the university. After finding a few 
like-minded students and bringing them together, they felt 
forming a branch was a real possibility. The process was to 
begin at the next Societies Fair. 

Whilst the Party had very little money at that time, they 
had invested in a quite elaborate stall, complete with a whole 
range of pamphlets and Party material, as well as things to 
attract students’ interest. 

In a turn of events that echoed the experience of Trevor 
Hyett many decades before, on the day of the Fair, those 
supposed to be running the stall had partied together the 
night before and were too tired to get up. Whilst irritating, 
most found the cliché amusing. The incident led to one senior 
member of the Party branch making the somewhat less than 
progressive, but expressive, remark: “Bloody students!” ”° 

Regardless, a number of individual West Country young 
Communists have made notable contributions. Laura-Jane 


Rossington stood in the 2015 Westminster parliamentary 





44 Unfortunately she disappeared and her actual name has been forgotten. 


45 Fleming, Mick. Original testimony 
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election in her home constituency of Plymouth Sutton and 
Devonport and was at the same time the YCL’s national 
Women’s Officer, and Owain Holland was elected by the 
YCL’s EC as General Secretary in 2016. 


Liz Payne, Chair of the CPB’s South West of England 
and Cornwall District and also Chair of the Party nationally, 
recalls attending a meeting of 4 YCLers in Cornwall in recent 
years, and we have made references already to Ben Chacko 
attending a meeting of YCLers, but beyond this very little 


information is available. 


The next most significant organisational event in YCL 
West of England’s collective memory is from September 2019 
when the new Branch was constituted; in using the name 
“West of England” for this, we affirmed our connection to the 
historical YCL body and implicitly set ourselves a challenge; 
of rebuilding Communist youth in the West Country, and 


doing so under a competent and regimented bureaucracy. 


The first stage of development in this regard has been 
focused upon meeting obligations as a Branch. During this 
early stage the difficulties of building up a local organisation, 
effectively from scratch, were made clear; the loss of even 
one or two members had such an impact that, for roughly 
6 months, there was a period when the author was single- 
handedly acting as Chair, Secretary, and Treasurer. 

Today, however, Dan has been ensuring a prompt re- 
sponse to membership enquiries, a robust programme of po- 


litical education to bring new comrades onboard. Harry has 
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been reliably attending meetings of the Central Committee 
as our delegate. Scott and Tom have played active roles 
in various YCL commissions, and YCL West of England of 
course intend to make a maximum contribution to the pro- 


ceedings of the upcoming 50° Congress. 


These obligations have necessitated other initiatives, in- 
cluding the maintenance of a travel fund; with trips to Lon- 
don and demonstrations across the country, this was a prag- 
matic need rather than simply a good thing to do. The 
author recalls a trip to London to attend the Party’s ARAF 
(Anti Racism & Anti Fascism) Commission as a guest, which 
more than decimated the CPB District’s Youth Assistance 
Fund at the time. The use of regular Zoom meetings im- 
posed by lockdown has mitigated this particular challenge, 
and drawn attention to ongoing possibilities; whilst meet- 
ing for social reasons, and to take action, is necessary, the 
continuation of virtual meetings outside of lockdown would 
make meeting less arduous, and involves geographically dis- 


tant comrades. 


The contribution of the Bridgewater Collective (and the 
South Devon Collective, which is following in its example) 
should not go overlooked, and offers hope for how we a net- 
work of YCL Branches in the West Country could be rebuilt. 

Over the course of writing this pamphlet it became clear 
that what YCL West of England have established over the 
past year and a half represents the most significant organi- 


sational achievement of local young Communists since 1991. 
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We now have a number of great and dependable young com- 
rades amongst our ranks; it was for that reason that the 
author felt comfortable stepping aside as Branch Secretary 


in April this year, where Dan was elected to the role. 


Conclusion 


This short pamphlet has demonstrated the value of a Com- 
munist youth organisation in preparing the next generation 
for the struggles ahead. Our task today is to ensure that 
the structures and resources that would have been so vital 
to the development of leading figures, from Angela Grad- 
well Tuckett to Alex Kempshall, are available to the young 
Communists of tomorrow. 

A significant aspect of achieving this has meant leaning 
on the counsel of the older Communists who are still with us, 
and we have made great use of this resource; YCL West of 
England have invited Comrades Ken Keable, Liz Payne, and 
Mick Fleming as guest speakers at our meetings. However, 
young Communists must build in ever-greater resilience and 


independence; in the words of Billy Talent: 


Cast off the crutch that kills the pain 

The Red Flag wavin’ never meant the same 
The kids of tomorrow don’t need today 
When they live in the sins of yesterday 
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In much the same spirit, whilst this pamphlet is not a 
complete history of Britain’s Communist youth, and whilst 
what little new material we did include was largely depen- 
dent upon original testimony, our hope is that this work will 
serve as the basis of something more complete and rigorous 


in time to come. 


The struggle continues. 
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Figure 9: Bristol Central and Bristol Avon YCL Branches, 
circa 1968 
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